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policy brief

environment and global health
Investments in natural capital can improve human health
May 2020
THE ISSUE
Investing in natural capital (natural assets like
forests, soils, and freshwater that provide benefits to people) can achieve conservation goals
and also improve human well-being. New research demonstrates that investments in natural
capital in developing countries can have positive,
measurable impacts on people’s health and economic prosperity. This research has important implications for global commitments such as the
UN Sustainable Development Goals and the Aichi
Biodiversity Targets.

RESEARCH EVIDENCE LINKING HUMAN
HEALTH AND THE ENVIRONMENT
• A novel study found improved health
measures, higher wealth levels, and a lower
likelihood of poverty for people who live closer
to protected areas in developing countries.1
• A related study showed that children living in
watersheds with more tree cover are less likely
to experience diarrheal disease, the second
leading cause of death globally for children
under the age of five.2
• An exploratory study suggested that people
living closer to marine protected areas have
fewer cases of child stunting, a measure of
impaired human growth and development.3
• Restoring and protecting forests can increase
positive health impacts of traditional interventions like improving household sanitation
and water sources. For example, a study
found that investments in improved household water sources are more effective in watersheds with significant forests remaining.4
In contrast, the impact of these household

A growing body of research is showing how investments in protecting natural ecosystems like forests
can have positive impacts on human health.

investments was reduced to nearly nothing in
watersheds with little to no forests.
• Another study looked across 27 countries and
showed that exposure to forests leads to children having greater dietary diversity in rural
areas, strengthening the evidence for integrating forest conservation and management
into nutrition interventions. 5

POLICY IMPLICATIONS
(1) Governments could protect natural capital as part of strategies to improve human
health outcomes
Protecting watersheds, forests, and marine and
coastal areas can be an investment in public
health and a mechanism for alleviating poverty in

developing countries. Conversely, if national governments don’t help to look after natural capital,
there could be real consequences for people’s
health and livelihoods.
(2) Grey and green infrastructure work best
together
Protecting natural resources is not a replacement
for improvements in grey infrastructure, education, or other measures, but it can powerfully
complement these efforts and increase their effectiveness.
(3) Countries could achieve multiple global
commitments through investing in nature
Increasing protected areas is a valuable strategy
for achieving multiple Sustainable Development
Goals (including SDG 1, 2, 3, 8, and 15) and biodiversity conservation targets (including Aichi target 11).
(4) Research could guide national strategies
Research that measures the impacts of healthy
and intact natural ecosystems on human health
allows us to make smarter investments in conservation and development. These research efforts
highlight promising partnerships between development organizations and conservation groups.
‘Big data’ research can guide development strategies by identifying broad linkages between human health and the environment. For example,
protecting forests can increase the health and
wealth of nearby people by providing opportunities for tourism, jobs, alternative sources of income, and better environmental quality. While
‘big data’ research is important, on-the-ground
research is also critical for validating findings and
informing strategies within local contexts.

CONCLUSION
This research joins a growing body of scientific evidence that investments in natural capital can
pay off for human health and well-being. Studies
within countries are important to validate these
global findings within different contexts. Many
such studies already exist, and they support the
general patterns presented here.
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